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Glossary 


Antioche sound: the strait between the islands 

of Oléron, Ré and Aix. 

Coastal guard system: a system of visual signals 
for the military surveillance of the coast. 

Four Sergeants: they were suspected of preparing 
a coup d’état, arrested in La Rochelle and 
executed in Paris in 1822. 

Lookout: a surveillance post. 

Machicolation: openings in the floor for missiles 
to be shot downwards. 

Place de sdreté: in 1598, the Edict of Nantes 
confirmed the rights of Protestants to maintain 
garrisons in certain towns. 

Poivriére roof: a conically-shaped roof. 
Sea-mark:a stationary mark at sea or on the coast. 
Ship disarmer: the officer in charge of keeping 
the arms of ships entering the port. 

The Fronde (1648-1652): an uprising against the 
French monarchy before Louis XIV came of age. 


Practical information 
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Average length of visit: 2 hours 30 minutes 
Go-as-you-please tour and guided tour 
Saint-Nicolas Tower: audioguide (extra charge) 
in French, English, German and Spanish 

Tours suitable for disabled visitors 
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Bookshop-Giftshop 
The guide to this monument is available in the ‘Itinéraires’ collection 
in 3 different languages, in the bookshop-giftshop. 


Centre des monuments nationaux 
Tours de La Rochelle 

BP 10343 - 17001 La Rochelle cedex 01 
tél. 05 46 41 1199 

fax 05 46 41 92 61 


www.monuments-nationaux.fr 


crédits photos Bn, Est. conception Plein Sens, Anders. réalisation Marie-Héléne Forestier. traduction ADT International. impression Stipa, 2018. 
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The Saint Nicolas tower 


Construction of this tower probably began in 
the early 14th century. Built on piles, the tower 
started leaning during building work and was 
completed around 1376. It is composed of a 
cylinder surrounded by four integrated turrets 
and a strong spur facing seawards. The tower 
was used both for defence purposes and as 
residential quarters, with the usual areas of 

a royal residence: hall, bedchamber and chapel. 
There were separate passageways for both 
functions, to avoid soldiers and residents 
meeting. From the 16th to the 18th centuries, 
the tower was used as a prison from time 

to time. Originally, the way into the tower 

was on the ground floor. 


The entrance hall, with ribbed vaults, has 

capitals with plant sculptures. The vault and 

ground have an opening which was used for 

a hoist and for sending orders. 

2 The lower lookout* room was used to watch 
over the channel and port entrance. The post 
formed part of the tower foundations. 

3 The chapel still has its altar and sculpted 

reredos. The harbourmaster and his family 

listened to Mass from the large central room. 
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4 The Troubadour hall, which was probably 
where baths were taken, is named after the only 
sculpted character that can still be seen today. 

5 The harbourmaster’s hall was his private area 
at the heart of a functional part of the building, 
with the chapel, study, bathroom, latrines and 
double spiral staircase. This staircase provided 
direct access for the harbourmaster and his 
family. In this room there is a sculpted bestiary 
on the cornice, the meaning of which is open 
to interpretation. 

6 The wall-walk is lined with battlements and 
machicolations* and surrounds the remains 
of a room with a poivriére* roof, destroyed 
during the Fronde* in 1651. 

7 The small guard room enabled the soldiers 
to rest and get warm. 

8 The comfortable watchroom has two stone 
window seats, a layered fireplace and a 
cupboard. 

9 The 37-metre-high rooftop terrace provides 
views over the old port, Fort Boyard and the 
Antioche sound*. 


* Explanations overleaf. 
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Maritime fortifications 


An autonomous city 


The port 
in the 
18th century 


Having been in the hands of both the French 
and the English by turns, the city of La Rochelle 
negotiated its autonomy from both kingdoms. 
In 1372, during the 
reign of Charles V, 
the city finally became 
amar? French. A major 
BEERS ie programme of 

rise WE fortifications 
strengthened the port’s defences, with the 
rebuilding of the Saint Nicolas and Chaine 
towers. These two towers came to be the symbol 
of the renewed alliance with the King of France. 
The towers were also landmarks for navigation, 
in particular the Lanterne tower. 


Towers that were spared 


La Rochelle, a Protestant capital between 

1568 and 1628, attracted the wrath of the 

King of France, who called into question 

the city’s autonomous status. The Great Siege 
(1627-1628), led by Cardinal de Richelieu, 
subjugated La Rochelle to Louis XIII’s authority. 
The king ordered the destruction of the 
fortifications. Only the towers were spared. 

In 1879, they were listed as historic monuments 
and later underwent several restoration 
campaigns. 


The Chaine tower 


Built between 1382 and 1390, the Chaine tower 
was 34 metres high (now only 20 metres) with 

a poivriére* roof. It was reached via a door on 

the ground floor. The tower was the residence of 

a harbourmaster until 1472. He levied the taxes 
due from the ships using the port and controlled 
the chain which enabled the port to be closed upon 
the orders of the mayor. The tower was destroyed 
by an explosion during the Fronde*, when it was 
being used as a powder store, and it remained open 
to the heavens for 300 years. The chain mechanism 
was housed in a smaller tower and another 
building. These buildings were later demolished: 
the small tower to widen the entrance to the port 
and the other building to be replaced by a bastion 
in the 19th century. Since 1998, the tower has 
housed exhibitions. 


The entrance hall, with its fireplace, was the 
reception room for the tower in the 14th century. 
The entrance was created around 1560. 

2 The harbourmaster’s hall was originally his 
private quarters and is surrounded by small rooms. 
It is now used as a display area for annual themed 
exhibitions. 


The Chaine tower 
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3 The suspended gallery recreates one of the levels 
that were destroyed in the explosion. It was built 
in 2008 and is mainly used for showing films 
related to the exhibition area. 

4 The wall-walk gives a 360° view of the harbour 
entrance. Past the entrance, the bastion which 
houses the mechanism for raising the chain 
can be seen. 


The Lanterne tower 


There has been a tower on this spot since the end 
of the 12th century; it was the residence of the 
ship disarmer*. It was transformed between 1445 
and 1468 and equipped with a massive spire and a 
light to become a sea mark* and lighthouse. 

The 55-metre-high tower is now visible from 
everywhere in the Antioche sound* and forms 
part of the coastal guard system*. From the 16th 
century onwards it was used as a prison. During 
the 17th and 18th centuries sailors and privateers 
were imprisoned here. The tower was made into 
a military prison in 1820 and it held two of the 
famous Four Sergeants*. The prisoners engraved 
some 600 graffiti inscriptions on walls. 


The guard room still has two cannon ports, 

a fireplace and a 19th-century stove. In the centre, 
the models of the three towers are the work of 
Claude Eraud. 


2 The ship disarmer’s room”, his study, latrines 
and the pistol room all have religious inscriptions, 
particularly in Spanish, written by comrades, 
privateers, etc. Doors and locks from the 19th 
century prison are presented here. 

3 The dormitory provided sleeping quarters for 
over 100 prisoners. There is graffiti in French, 
English and Dutch, as well as poems and ships, 
etc. 

4 The wall-walk leads to a second, narrower spiral 
staircase leading to the four upper levels of the 
tower. 

5 The Jehan Mérichon room is named after the 
mayor who funded the completion of the tower in 
1468. The floor of the room was made by Jean- 
Pierre Pincemin in 1985. 

6-7 The cells, on two levels, were built and equipped 
with windows in the 19th century. These openings 
were closed up during restoration work in the 
early 20th century. 

8 The sea mark* room has the finest ship graffiti 
in the tower and a work by Gottfried Honegger 
painted in 1985 reworked by the artist during the 
most recent restaurations of the tower in 2015. 
The gallery, at a height of 38 metres, provides 
an excellent view of the ocean and explains the 
tower’s role in the coastal guard system*. 


La Rochelle, strong and independent 


A city of privileges 


In 1137, the marriage of Eleanor of Aquitaine 

to King Louis VII of France made La Rochelle 
part of the crown estate. In 1152, Eleanor was 
remarried to Henry Plantagenet, who was to 
become King of England, and thus the city became 
English. In 1175, it obtained borough rights. 
Having finally become French in 1372, the city 
had increased autonomy, with its mayor becoming 
more powerful: through skilful negotiations, 

it became the French city with the most privileges. 


A sea trading city 


Thanks to its tax and customs privileges, 

La Rochelle enjoyed increasing prosperity from 
the 12th to the 14th centuries. It was a major 
export centre for wine and salt from Northern 
Europe and the Iberian peninsula. From the 17th 
century onwards, it was one of the main ports 
for immigration and transatlantic trade 

(the Americas, the West Indies, Africa, etc.). 


A protestant city 


La Rochelle became a place de sttreté* for 
Protestants in 1570. In 1627, wishing to restore 
his authority, Louis XIII ordered Cardinal 

de Richelieu to take the city by siege. Land 
fortifications and a dike were built to prevent 
supplies from reaching the city. At the end of 
1628, famine forced the city to surrender. 
The king re-established taxation and Roman 
Catholicism. In the 18th century La Rochelle 
once more became a prosperous city in which 
many Protestants displayed their success. 


* Explanations overleaf. 


